In 1867 renowned British explorer and author Richard Burton traveled to the town of Morro Velho in Minas Gerais, Brazil to pay a visit to his countrymen working a gold mine in the tropics. During Burton's stay for several months at the British owned St. John D'el Rey Mining Company he investigated the use of slave labor in an industrial setting, stating in a letter to the chairman of the company J. D. Powles that he had "carefully looked into the conditions of the Blacks."
1 In particular, Burton took special delight in describing "a peculiar sight, and very fit for a photograph" when nearly 1,500 slaves lined up in columns separated by sex in front of the Casa Grande (big house) on Sundays.
2
The slaves who toiled at the mine received a special issue of clothing that they wore for a ceremony called the Revista (review). While Burton did not have a camera with him to capture the "peculiar sight," he did make a sketch of the elaborate ceremony (see figure I ).
The mining company apparently agreed with Burton's statement that the Revista was "very fit for a photograph" and took a picture of the ceremony in the early 1880s (see figure II ).
3
At the ceremony Burton observed, the slaves received public recognition from the superintendent and overseers and medals and merit stripes of a "broad red band"--for what mining records vaguely described as "good conduct"--to adorn their distinctive Sunday Revista clothing.
4
The mining company never stated what it meant by "good conduct" because it privileged them to define the ambiguous, capricious, and authoritarian nature of slavery at the mine. Had the mining company clearly stated what it meant by "good conduct," all slaves could have theoretically worked to fulfill the qualifications, and thus be entitled to their freedom. Despite the arbitrary process, those slaves who demonstrated "good conduct" received a series of medals and merit stripes over a period of five to ten years that could earn them their freedom. The Revista ceremony comprised the central device used by the British company to discipline the large slave labor force that numbered nearly 1,700 at its height in the late 1860s. For the slaves at the mine, the Revista represented an opportunity to earn their freedom--an opportunity reaffirmed every time the Revista took place and by the fact that emancipated slaves often continued to work at the mine as wage laborers.
5
Sundays were not limited to the Revista manumission ceremony. As a day "free" from work, Sunday consisted of a series of activities and rituals for slaves that decisively shaped and influenced master-slave relations at the mine whether through greater independence in socializing with family and friends, tending to provision grounds, traveling beyond the confines of the mine, attending religious services, receiving payments for over-time wages, or performing dances. Although the Sunday ceremonies and activities had diverse purposes and functions, they all contained ritualistic and rehearsed elements whereby masters sought to assert dominion over slaves and slaves schemed to subvert the authority of masters. Sundays served to strengthen hierarchical social relations by providing paternalistic rewards for slave behavior that conformed to the pattern set by the master. At the same time, however, the very slaves who best exemplified "good conduct" weakened the chains of their bondage through carving out independence from master control. Examining the activities, ceremonies, and rituals at Morro Velho on Sunday provides a lens to focus on the contentious arenas that governed master-slave relations in Brazil during the nineteenth century and explore the world masters and slaves made together, and the worlds they made apart. Because of the difficulty of recruiting a permanent and disciplined free labor force in Minas Gerais, slave labor constituted an essential factor in determining the company's economic success.
8
The employment of manumission, rewards, and privileges by slaveowners to discipline and fashion labor regimes by rewarding certain types of behavior, and thereby punishing others, constituted a fundamental element of slavery in the Americas. The possibility that the average slave through hard work and good behavior could obtain certain privileges, special treatment, and possibly even freedom became forged into an instrument of social control for slaveowners and fueled aspirations for liberation among slaves. While numerous slaveowners employed a vast array of incentives as tools for disciplining slaves, and many slaves used the incentives and limited freedoms to take greater control over their own lives, the degree of pageantry and ceremony in setting aside a special day, assigning an elaborate wardrobe, and awarding medals and ribbons remains distinct among the rituals that governed master-slave relations throughout the Americas. John slaves with tangible reasons to think twice about joining and organizing the risky, overwhelmingly unsuccessful, and brutally suppressed insurrectionary movements and conspiracies "occasionally. . . talked about" in the province of Minas Gerais, ominously portending, according to mine superintendent Charles Herring, "that the blacks intended, on a certain day, to rise."
10
Although there is no evidence to suggest slaves at Morro
Velho organized and engaged in collective acts of violent resistance to destroy slavery, the real and immediate threat of such possible action, magnified by the slaves demographic superiority, served to earn them privileges, concessions, and awards on Sundays that starkly revealed master inability to emasculate laborers at the mine.
11
In addition to demographics and fear of slave rebellion, abolitionist politics in The assembly of slaves in front of the Casa Grande constituted an impressive spectacle and the most vivid illustration of the large size of the slave population because it provided the only opportunity when males, females, and children could all collectively gather. The nature of industrial slavery required a highly varied labor regime with slaves working at numerous individualized tasks such as miners, borers, strikers, surface laborers, carpenters, masons, but rarely in large work gangs common to plantation slavery. 23 The desire by the superintendent and officials of the St.
John to impose a form of military order on Sunday by arranging the slaves into companies separated by sex and age (most clearly expressed in Burton's illustration, figure I) revealed their need to assert and redefine master authority on a day free from the quotidian process delineating master-slave relations through work. On the "Anglo-tropical lawn," nicely groomed by the "elderly and less robust," stood all of the slaves employed at the mine.
28
The board of directors and company officials at the mine emphasized in instructions for the Revista that all slaves should participate in the ceremony as recipients of awards or, as the majority, in the form of spectators so "that it may be calculated to Tacquerill heard the mine superintendent call out their names to be placed on the "nominations list" for emancipation.
32
Originally the duration from nomination to the manumission list to emancipation had been ten years. In 1865 the St. John reduced the probationary period from nomination to emancipation to seven years, and in 1878 again to five years. 33 The reduction in the probationary period from ten to seven to five years resembled similar lengths for manumission agreements that allowed slaves by custom prior to 1871, and thereafter sanctioned with legal authority by the Free Womb Law, the ability to make contracts with their masters to purchase their own freedom. 34 Equally significant, the routine length for emancipation agreements in the second half of the nineteenth century declined from seven to five years for the period 1850-1880, and then to five years and less for 1880-1888, indicating that activities at Morro Velho reflected wider trends in Brazilian slavery.
35
In addition to the reduction in the probationary period, beginning in 1859 the number of slaves placed on the manumission list every year doubled from ten to twenty individuals. 36 The increase in nominees and reduction of the probationary period are to recognize "good conduct," became transformed to "stimulate and encourage" good behavior, "even at the risk . . . of making the test of qualification less stringent." 37 The shift from awarding good conduct to inducing good behavior reflects the slaves' ability to assimilate a paternalistic privilege into a customary right that commanded respect from masters. 38 The fact the board of directors made changes to the nominations list without any apparent meritorious reasons for doing so may reveal an attempt to channel an increase in resistance and self-assertion by slaves into reformist avenues during the last decades of Brazilian slavery. with spirits, or theft." Any "misconduct" or "crimes" by a "candidate of freedom" resulted in the slave receiving a "sentence to lose so much of his time" accumulated toward emancipation. 45 Punishments consisted of "increasing the period of probation for misconduct" and even possible removal from the nominations list.
46
Elsewhere in Brazil the threat of revoking freedom for misconduct also occurred for slaves who worked to purchase their freedom through a manumission agreement with their master for reasons similar to those stated by the St. John, such as "ingratitude,"
"disobedience," "ungratefulness" and "poor conduct."
47
The Free Womb Law of 1871 emancipating children born to slave mothers abolished the long-held prerogative of masters to rescind and/or alter emancipation agreements. In short, the Free Womb Law merely codified existing practices of manumission that legitimized the slaves' transformation of a privilege bestowed by masters into a right to obtain freedom. While
St. John sources indicate that some slaves had their probationary period extended to achieve emancipation for unruly behavior, and the company threatened to remove slaves from the nominations list, as with the uncommon rescinding of manumission agreements studied by historians, "comparatively few [slaves] had been removed from" the nominations list at Morro Velho. Even when "a candidate for freedom" committed a "crime," a "second opportunity [was] granted" before the slave would be permanently removed from the list. 50 The remarkably rare revocation of freedom and the infrequent altering of terms to earn freedom, despite the legal authority of masters to do so, reveals once again how slaves altered the asymmetrical reciprocity that governed master-slave relations by transforming privileges into rights that served to chip away at slaveholder dominion. The slaves' determination to become free men and women, combined with the inability of British citizens in Brazil to purchase slaves as a result of the Aberdeen Act of 1845, the effective abolition of the Atlantic slave trade to Brazil in 1850, and abolitionists' harassment, resulted in the St. John quickly reversing its earlier position on the preference of slave labor over wage labor.
54
The constant problem of attracting a permanent wage labor force likely informed managing director John Hockin's thoughts when he advised "that in selecting candidates for emancipation, regard should to a certain extent be had to the probability of the individuals chosen being likely to continue to work for the Company as freemen." 55 Mine superintendent James Gordon wrote in 1859 that, "the reward of freedom placed before the candidates who had entered upon the ten years' course has tended to settle and strengthen these candidates in the cultivation of good habits" as free laborers. [hours] underground; four of these hours are termed 'overtime,' but although the superintendent would wish to make it appear that they work 'overtime' of their own free will. . . the contrary is the case." 62 The board of directors responded to the charges by stating that "there is not one word of truth in this, but that on the contrary, they [slaves] rejoiced when the permission was granted to bore overtime." According to Burton's description and the photograph (figure II) of the Revista from the 1880s, the women wore "white cotton petticoats. . . cotton shawls stripped blue and white, and a bright kerchief, generally scarlet, bound round with wool." 71 During the cold season, in addition to the attire described by Burton, the women put on a "spencer"--a close-fitting waist-length jacket--covered by a "cape of red cloth." 72 The men wore "tail less coats of a blue serge, bound with red cuffs and collars, white waistcoats, overalls with red stripes down the streams, and the usual bonnets." 73 The men also received "a patent black leather waist belt" to wrap around their waist and secure their pants, buckled by "a brass plate, with the words 'Morro Velho' on it." 74 And to top off the Revista wardrobe, a red Turkish or Glengarry cap adorned the heads of the male slaves. The slave children who attended the Revista were "clad in the same decent comfortable way" that Burton claimed offered a "great contrast. . . to the negrolings that sprawl about the land."
75
The British company invested considerable time and money in this special wardrobe because they believed "clothes of a superior description will. . . produce a more permanent impression than money."
76
A week or two before the ceremony, the superintendent would issue an order to the "sewing department"--worked by the "weakly and convalescent women, girls of sufficient age," pregnant women "taken from their ordinary work" during "their sixth or seventh month. . . if the medical officer thinks it necessary," and crippled slaves injured as a result of the dangerous work conditions at the mine--to make a Revista outfit. 77 The Revista clothing represented a suit of liberty, and the medals and ribbons that adorned the wardrobe would demonstrate by their pomp for all to see that freedom could be achieved through "good conduct."
Despite the extravagant nature of the clothing and its symbolic importance, slaves eagerly took off the wardrobe after the ceremony. Mining company officials and Burton both, somewhat disappointedly, noticed that "again, many Negroes were ashamed to wear the Revista clothing, and purchase[d] for themselves suits that English mechanics need not be ashamed of." 78 Probably with overtime wages and passes to leave the mine, slaves traveled ten miles to the town of Sabará where they purchased cloth and finished clothes to "adorn themselves to such an extent," in the words of a mining official, "as might be envied by many of the labouring classes in England." 79 The slaves' decision to devote what limited "free time" and precious capital they had in clothing themselves reveals a silent and heroic testimony to control their own lives. By working to clothe themselves, the slaves strove to break free from the exploitative relationship that exchanged work, sweat, and skill for the master's beneficence. The effort to dress themselves with their own clothing rather than the Revista wardrobe had particular symbolic importance. The
Revista occurred on Sunday, a day that theoretically should have been free from the master's authority. To the slaves, taking off the Revista attire and putting on their own clothing marked the beginning of their day. The Revista clothing, while representing a suit of liberty that displayed progress toward freedom, was nonetheless, worn only by slaves, and thus symbolized slavery. The sense of shame felt by slaves about the Revista outfit not only poignantly revealed the resentment they expressed over the Sunday wardrobe, but more importantly, how they consciously strove to construct their own sense of pride. Shame as an emotion is most clearly defined by its antithesis: pride. The slaves' proud commitment to decide for themselves what style of clothes with which to clad their bodies--bodies that were the property of their master--reveals a strong conviction to break the chains of dependence that slavery embodied.
80
After the Revista ceremony ended and the slaves changed into the clothes they preferred, "the day," wrote Burton, became "their own." 81 Mining officials claimed that after the Revista on Sunday slaves were "masters of their own time." 82 Some slaves, "the most indolent ones," according to the St. John, choose to "luxuriate in the sun or by a fire" and "dispose of the remainder of the day as they fe[lt] inclined." could tailor a belief system to address their own needs in order to empower themselves spiritually.
In addition to the collective fraternity expressed through religious worship, slaves at the mine took advantage of Sunday to celebrate their cultural heritages. The formation of fraternal organizations known as African "nations" that adopted names to reflect their shared ethnicity, often rooted in a specific geographic location in Africa, comprised a common feature of slave societies throughout Latin America. Among the geographic origin of African-born slaves at the mine, Kongolese outnumbered all others and comprised twenty-five percent of the entire population.
114
Burton described the congada he observed at the mine as a "score of men promenading through the settlement, came to the Casa Grande . . . . All were armed with sword and shield except for the king; who, in sign of his dignity, carried his sceptre stout and useful stick." The king declared "orders for a slave hunt" to his loyal subjects and "to put to death recreant ministers and warriors." Once the prisoners had been captured, "his majesty freely used his staff, threshing everybody right regally. . . varied by allusions to the Superintendent and his guests." Slaves understood all too well superintendent James Gordon's statement requiring their presence at the Revista ceremony, whether they received awards and recognition or not, so "that it may be calculated to exercise a salutary influence on all present." 116 In public and rehearsed displays of power, the distinction between active participant and passive observer becomes blurred. For ritualized displays of power to have efficacy in shaping relations among ruler and ruled, superordinate and subordinate, patron and client, employer and employee, and master and slave as in the case of Morro Velho, both groups must participate to one degree or another. Slaves returned to the Casa Grande, not in the Revista wardrobe that they wore earlier in the day by order of the superintendent, and not to receive master bestowed awards, but "dressed as they fondly imagined" in Kongolese style, according to Burton, to display to the superintendent and others the crowning of their own king and queen and the enslavement of their enemies. 117 Although the dance described by Burton did not result in a radical change in master-slave relations at the mine, we should not underestimate its importance. Oppressed people who can construct--in this case perform--an image or identity to counter their subordination contain within themselves a politically dangerous potential to draw upon if the correct scenario should present itself to translate ideas into action. The fact that many similar events were banned and regulated throughout Brazil as a result of the large assemblage of slaves the dances encouraged and the ideas such performances could inspire, vividly demonstrates the struggle for enslaved men and women to shape and influence their own lives. And, no less revealing, masters' respect of such desires.
118
After the Sunday dances, the sun descended behind the surrounding mountains and cast a long shadow over the mine, thus ending the slaves' only day "free" from work.
As a day characterized by activities other than toiling for the master and events such as the Revista, relaxing away from work with family and friends, tending to provision grounds, religious services, wearing clothes of their own choosing, traveling to town, and the ability to reaffirm ties with their African heritages through dance and ceremony, Sunday, undoubtedly, had special meaning for slaves. As they retired to their quarters around 8:30 P. M. "to the signal being given by beating on an iron plate" and savored what remained of Sunday, slaves surely wished the day would not end. 119 The next morning they would be forced to rise at 5:00 A. M. to begin the long week of working from sunup to sundown until a brief respite from the brutality of slavery would come on the following Sunday. 120 The weekly work routine for slaves at the mine remained essentially unchanged from the 1830s until the 1870s and the Revista ceremony continued to function as the central disciplinary device employed at the mine.
"Serious Dissatisfaction, if not Insurrectionary Movements among the Slaves"
In the late 1870s, the mining company became embroiled in a court case that gold mines by 1882. 130 The Cata Branca case destroyed the rules and regulations master and slaves had constructed through custom and tradition based upon asymmetrical reciprocity that exchanged "good conduct" for freedom.
Forced to defend their labor practices, the St. John pointed self-congratulatory to the Revista ceremony to claim they had "acted in no mercenary manner in the matter of the slaves under their control." Rather, according to Pearson Morrison, the company had "at a sacrifice of many thousands of pounds, freely given freedom to the best conducted, and therefore, in a money point of view, the most valuable of them, as soon as they
[slaves] had qualified themselves by a persistent course of good conduct, to become industrious, well-conducted, free labourers." 131 The statement reveals the contradictions of the entire slave labor regime at Morro Velho. The system of slavery could only be validated by slaves becoming freedmen. Thus, slavery had to be sanctioned by, paradoxically, granting slaves freedom on a routine and customary basis. The Cata Branca case revealed the horrific aspect of slavery that made laborers subject to the whim of their master and demolished the legitimacy of the Revista ceremony in shaping masterslave relations at the mine.
Although a sensational court case dramatically contributed to the end of slavery at Morro Velho, St. John sources are noticeably silent on any significant changes in mining operations as a result of the transition to wage labor. Stockholders continued to receive substantial dividend checks and mineral extraction from the mine showed no conspicuous irregularities after emancipation. Apparently, enough freed slaves continued to work and live at the mine, where they had developed their own sense of community, that the company did not suffer a debilitating labor crisis. 132 To compensate for the freed slaves who chose to leave the mine and find a new employer, board member Frederick Tendron traveled to Brazil in hope of hiring Canadian, Italian, and Chinese miners but found that "the Cata Branca business. . . unsettled" laborers and prevented some from signing on.
133
The radical changes that occured at Morro Velho in the later 1880s resulted not from the end of slavery, but rather the mine collapse of 10 November 1886 that paralyzed production for nearly ten years.
134
While St. John records leave us with little indication of the importance of liberation for slaves, the men and women who toiled at the mine, conformed to the "good conduct" standards to be manumitted through the Revista ceremony, and creatively drew upon cultural resources to empower themselves, demonstrate that aspirations for freedom from master dominion burned strongly in their minds. The St. John did not describe what liberation meant to slaves because it did not concern them. Slaves at the mine understood quite clearly that their labor, above all, interested their master. Through an adept combination of analyzing master strength and vulnerability, slaves carved out and expanded a circumscribed independence by simultaneously drawing closer to master authority through "good conduct" and by constructing barriers that effectively distanced themselves from master control. The ceremonies, activities, and rituals at the mine on Sunday displayed in bold strokes the unstable and grossly uneven terrain upon which masters and slaves crafted a culture together, and where they designed their own culture, on their own terms, to define their own identity.
